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Center for
Literary Arts’
Virtual Programs
I

n the midst of the coronavirus
pandemic, it seemed as though
San José State University’s Spring
semester was abruptly coming to
an early end. As part of the College
of Humanities and the Arts, The
Center for Literary Arts (CLA) was
forced to cancel many events
and there was doubt surrounding
anything planned for the last few
months of Spring 2020.
Nothing
can
replace
the
opportunity to experience inperson events and the CLA
remained determined to continue
facilitating the influence of
contemporary literature to San
José State University, the San
José community, and throughout
the South Bay region.

CLA’s mission is to take works
of literature that help spread
and promote a cross-cultural
understanding
and
build
appreciation for that literature
through
readings,
lectures,
conversations, and seminars.
Through Summer 2020, the CLA
will establish virtual programs to
continue providing the public with
online access to clubs and events
such as its CLA Book Club, and
its two new virtual initiatives, CLA
Writers Group and CLA Storytime.
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CLA Book Club
In an effort to encourage reading
within the community, the CLA
announced in March 2020 that
their book club has moved online.
The online book club will be a
public group open for readers to
attend virtual discussions, view
videos, and invite friends to join.
April marked the beginning of the
book club’s initiative to keep the
public engaged by reading and
discussing a meaningful book,
starting with Ling Ma’s novel,
Severance. “Severance by Ling
Ma is about a millennial workaholic
who’s trying to survive a pandemic
which has some pretty zombieapocalyptic tendencies. It’s funny,
eerie, sagely, and satirical while
dealing with themes of capitalism,
identity, memory, and family.”
Selena Anderson, Director of the
CLA, explains the club’s selection.

“I was looking for books that
capture this very strange and
difficult moment in history that
really speak to the feeling of
uncertainty we’re all having since
literally every aspect of life has
been disrupted by this pandemic.”
The novel embodies the idea of
community as an important factor
of emotional well-being and when
facing a pandemic, the community
is important for maintaining a wellbalanced support system.
Along with the virtual book club,
the CLA Writers Group seeks
to prevent feelings of isolation
during the shelter-in-place. The
virtual writers group invites writers
to challenge themselves and
experiment with writing as part of
an online community.
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CLA Writer’s Group
Participants joined an online group,
committing themselves to a writing
exercise for at least 30 minutes
every day for 10 days. After each
writing exercise, the written work
was shared so that other writers in
the group could take a few minutes
to show support by commenting
on the work. Writers also received
guidance from special guest
instructors like Faith Adiele, Mighty
Mike McGee, and other local Bay
Area authors.

eee
To find out more about the
Center for Literary Arts and
upcoming virtual events, visit:
http://www.litart.org/
To join Storytime events and
for more updates on CLA
initiatives, follow them on
social media:
centerforliteraryarts
centerforliteraryarts
CLA_SanJose

“The CLA Writers Group offered
exercises in fiction, flash fiction,
non-fiction, and poetry. We had
folks who’d never written in some of
these genres share their work with
the group. It was magical!” Anderson
says. But participants had more to
gain from the experience. “Mostly,
I think people enjoyed having a
community. They liked having the
time set aside every day to write.
Consistency and accountability are
super important when you’re trying
to make anything. We were also
able to be somewhat social in a
time where that was shutting down
pretty drastically.”
Though social interactions were
anchored in these smaller, online
groups, the CLA hoped to widen the
sense of community by connecting
with other literary groups throughout
the Bay Area.
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CLA Storytime
Storytime events feature live readings with poets, writers, translators,
and the local presses who publish
them about literature written in
languages other than English. The
events include the publisher’s introduction to a short story, poetry
collection, or novel and a 10- to-15minute reading of the work by the
translator or publisher. Readings
were then streamed to social media platforms like Facebook and
Instagram Live.
May 2020 marked the first Storytime event featuring That We May
Live, an anthology of contemporary Chinese speculative fiction,
published by local publisher Two
Lines Press. Both the author of the
anthology, award-winning writer
Dorothy Tse, and translator, Natascha Bruce, joined in to read.
“That We May Live is an anthology
of contemporary Chinese speculative fiction—and for me was one of
those books that just stops you in
your tracks.” Anderson says. “I was
thrilled to find that the publisher (Two Lines/Calico) is local and

thrilled again when Natashca and
Dorothy agreed to read for us.”
Projects like these help support local authors and publishers affected by the pandemic by connecting
them to readers across San José
and the Bay Area. And these programs help literature lovers like
you have a sense of community
during these difficult times. “Since
we have platforms for people to
participate in—Good Reads, Facebook, Instagram, and Zoom—If
people can’t actually make the
date for Book Club, they can still
participate in the discussion on
Good Reads and they can interact with Facebook and Instagram
posts. Attendance is about the
same as before—but enthusiasm
for these books has gone through
the roof!”
We hope you’ll join us and share in
the enthusiasm and excitement at
one of the CLA events!
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Legacy of
Poetry

A

lthough COVID-19 has the
entire world socially and
physically distant, the Department of
English and Comparative Literature
and several members of the Poets
and Writers Coalition (PWC) were
determined to celebrate National
Poetry Month this past April.
Throughout the years, Legacy of
Poetry has been an event where
audiences can enjoy live readings
from acclaimed poets. While safety
regulations during the COVID-19
pandemic prevented large social
gatherings, the event organizers

and SJSU faculty saw an opportunity to host the event through a
new, virtual platform.
For this year’s Legacy of Poetry
event, called “Staying Home: The
Way to San José”, Alan Soldofsky—
Poet and Director of the Creative
Writing Program at San José State—
and other Spartan Poets
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gathered within their homes and
made the event possible through
Zoom web conferencing. San
José poets like Sally Ashton,
Gary Singh, Joseph Navarro, and
Michael Todd Edgerton joined
in; special guest, award-winning
poet, Ellen Bass, read from her
new book, Indigo.
Although this was his first time
organizing a webcast, Soldofsky
says, “By being forced to organize
the event as a virtual poetry
reading, we were able to devise
a way to maintain the spontaneity
of a live, in-person event with the
control of a reading on video.”
By recording the live event, and
with the help of the University’s
Strategic Communications staff,
the organizers were able to
upload a recording of the event
onto YouTube for everyone to
enjoy. Other readings were also
recorded and added to the new
SJSU Legacy of Poetry YouTube
channel.
These
recordings
allowed audiences to have a more
“asynchronous” experience. They
could watch readings whenever
they wanted to, without having
to check their schedule to see if
they’re free to attend a live event.
Professor Edgerton, who read and
helped organize the event says,
“While I long to get back to inperson readings, even when that
day comes, I hope we continue to
livestream and record them. I do
love that, with streamed readings,

anyone anywhere can attend
them and/or see the video at a
later time. And really, why haven’t
we all been doing that all along?!”
Along with these videos, the
PWC was able to establish a
website
(https://www.sjsu.edu/
legacyofpoetry/) that will be home
to a digital archive of past and
future events. While the Legacy
of Poetry event is primarily local
to the Bay Area, Soldofsky hopes
next year’s event will also be able
to utilize these virtual platforms to
expand their audience. Soldofsky
says, “We’re looking forward to
having a potential global reach for
our programming!”
Although 2020 has been a hectic
year, it has also shed light on the
tools that are at our fingertips.
These technologies have allowed
groups like the PWC and the
Department of English and
Comparative Literature to enjoy
some time with their communities.
These technologies will help
expand these communities and
make future events even better.
And these communities and
events are what make San José
State the university that it is.
Soldofsky says, “SJSU isn’t just for
Engineers and Business majors.
Like our MFA program’s slogan,
we are “The Literary Incubator in
the Heart of Silicon Valley”.
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Marcela Davison
Avilés Opens up
About Working
on Disney’s Coco

he
College
of
H&A’s
Borderlands initiative seeks to
create dialogue by exploring the
cultures of the world by “blurring
boundaries, breaking barriers, and
building bridges.” One of the
topics up for discussion was the
2017 Disney Pixar animated film,
Coco. The College of Humanities
and the Arts hosted a Borderlands
event in March titled, “Producing
Coco: A Masterclass in CrossCultural Animated Film.” The
event brought out the meaning
of
that
message
because
Coco’s LeadCultural Consultant,
Marcela Davison Avilés, visited
our campus to speak about
the Latinx community and their
representation in Hollywood.

T

10 EXPRESSIONS · SUMMER 2020 · SAN JOSÉ STATE UNIVERSITY

Coco premiered in October of
2017 at the Morelia International Film Festival in Mexico. The
film was massively successful
around the world, and it is the
highest-grossing film in Mexico to
date. Coco tells the tale of a young
boy named Miguel who aspires to
become the world’s most famous
Mariachi singer. The film also focuses on one of Mexico’s biggest
holidays known as Día de Los
Muertos or Day of the Dead.
Marcela Davison Avilés joined us
alongside English professor and
Director of the Martha Heasley
Cox Center for Steinbeck Studies,
Nick Taylor, for an hour-long event
about the work that went into creating Coco. Students who tuned
into the event on March 17th were
glad it took place during a time
when most events were being
cancelled.
During the discussion, Marcela
opened up about her experience
working with Disney. She worked
on various Disney shows and
films like Handy Manny, Elena of
Avalor, Monsters, Inc., Cars, Toy
Story 3, and more. Marcela’s deep
foundation in Mexican heritage
helped her team learn more about
Mexican culture which aided them
when creating one of Disney’s first
Latinx children’s shows, Handy
Manny. “No one was really doing
any Latinx entertainment at the

time for film projects around 1999,
2000, 2001,” Marcela says. She
worked hard to help her team
create a show free of stereotypes
since most of what was on TV at the
time negatively portrayed Latinx
people. It was Marcela’s extensive
work on Coco, however, that
helped her team create Disney’s
first authentic Mexican film. “Coco
represents one of the first efforts
that [had] a community-based
budget with Hollywood support,”
she says. Marcela worked on the
film for over five years, and her
experiences, knowledge, and
appreciation of Mexican heritage
made her the perfect person to
work on Coco.
More than anything, Marcela
wanted to get every detail in
the movie right. She grew up in
Nogales, Sonora, a city on the
United States-Mexico border,
and helped her team learn more
about Mexican culture. Marcela’s
team consisted of Adrian Molina,
co-director and writer for the film;
Darla Anderson, American film
producer; and Lalo Alcaraz, a
Mexican-American cartoonist. To
get a sense of all the work that
went into creating this film, Marcela
revealed that the filmmakers on
the Disney team spent years in
Mexico researching the culture
behind Day of the Dead, a two-day
holiday celebrated in Mexico that
reunites the living and the dead
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“
You have to own
your expertise.

People who weren’t able to tune
in to the Zoom event on March
17th still have a chance to watch
this event on YouTube. Scan the
QR Code below with your phone
camera to watch!

Marcela Davison Avilés

and also the focus of the movie.
When asked by an audience
member whether Marcela was
concerned that people would
associate Day of the Dead as part
of the Pixar franchise, Marcela
responded, “Nobody owns Day
of the Dead except for Mexican
people.”
When a member of the audience
asked Marcela how she deals with
the pressure of having her voice
represent an entire culture, she
responded, “You have to own your
expertise.” She went on to speak
about how she had been working
as a consultant for a long time
and how she knew people in the
business that did as well. When
Marcela works on a new project,

she makes sure to remind herself
that she is there for a reason and
that she knows she will be a part of
the team. Marcela says she helps
her team by letting them know,
“Hey, if you tell the story this way,
then maybe this will happen.”
Because of the team’s dedication
to celebrating Mexican culture,
Coco was incredibly well received.
The film earned upwards of $800.5
million at the worldwide box office,
and it continues to leave a legacy
for the Latinx community.
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For more information regarding
upcoming events in our Borderlands
series, please visit the college
events website at http://sjsu.edu/
humanitiesandarts/About_the_
College/Blands.php. We hope you
tune in to our future events to learn
more about our guest speakers like
Marcela who we had the pleasure of
hosting at SJSU!

EXPRESSIONS · SUMMER 2020 · SAN JOSÉ STATE UNIVERSITY 13

BFA Senior
Showcases
E

very year, San José State University presents a senior showcase
for students graduating with a bachelor’s degree in fine arts.
Departments offering the senior showcase include Art and Art History,
Design, Graphic Design, and more. In the showcase, seniors have the
chance to show their best creative work, ranging from graphic design
to photography installations. In previous years, some senior showcases
were held in the Student Union Ballroom with presentations and
refreshments for friends and family to enjoy.
Unfortunately, the senior showcases for Spring 2020 graduates could
not be held in person due to COVID-19 restrictions. However, many of
their showcases moved online, so students still had the opportunity
to show the culmination of their hard work and creativity from their
undergraduate studies.

“
My original hopes for
this semester may not
have panned out, but I’m
making the most of it.
Leah Silveira
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Department of Art and Art History

Leah Silveira, who graduated
Spring semester with a BFA
in Photography, shared her
thoughts about the challenges
and opportunities of an online
senior showcase. She presented
her photography installation,
Liminal Space, inspired by the
“walls and hurt surrounding
organized religion.” As a Catholic,
she says, “It breaks my heart that
so many have been hurt when
the core of our religion is love
and acceptance. So, I wanted to
create a safe, contemplative, nonjudgemental space for anyone
to come in and think about how
they connect to the Divine in their
own life—whether it’s God, the
Universe, however they define it.”
Although her photographs are
two-dimensional images, Leah
took into account the entire
three-dimensional space of her
installation. When she planned the
layout for her show, Leah kept in
mind how the space could “add to
[her] message, not conflict.” She
photographed everyday moments
where she felt something larger
than herself, and using the space
around the photographs, created
a “common ground for anyone to
come and ponder.”
By the time Liminal Space opened,
the quarantine measures for
COVID-19 were already in place,
so Leah’s work was never seen in

person. However, the Department
of Art and Art History decided to
move the senior showcase online
in the form of a digital photo
carousel with descriptions of
the artists. Viewers can view the
artwork on Flickr and see all of
the BFA graduates’ final projects.
Leah says it was not difficult to
adjust to the online showcase
because she simply had to send in
her photographs of the space.
Despite that, there were still
drawbacks to transitioning from an
in-person showcase to an online
showcase. Leah says, “Since my
aim was to create a contemplative,
sacred space in the gallery, I feel
as though there can be something
lacking when my work is not
viewed in person. While images
can show what it looks like, and
reading my statement can express
to online viewers what the space
is, I think experiencing the space
in person gives the effect I was
aiming for.”
Leah hopes to have an exhibition
of her work in the fall at SJSU or in
her own gallery space. She wants
to continue working on Liminal
Space, and she mentions, “I really
enjoyed it, and it helped me to
loosen up about my art and not
worry about making it perfect.”
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Department of Design

Similarly, the Department of
Design also hosts a senior
showcase each year. To ensure
that their graduating seniors
would still have a platform to
display their work, they moved
the showcase onto Facebook
and Instagram. Seth Zavagno
and Rachel Lee both graduated
this Spring semester with a BFA
in Design, and they shared their
experiences of adjusting to the
online showcase.
Seth defines his artistic style as
a “balance between playful and
serious.” For his showcase, he
presented “Shape Your Life,” a
rendering of a concept he had for
an interactive exhibition. It focuses
on “the differences between
happiness and meaning and how
the two shape our lives.”
Originally, he was planning to go to
Tap Plastics, a retail plastics store
in San José that sells materials like
resins and fiberglass, to build a
small puzzle that would have been
part of the exhibition. However,
this was no longer possible once
the showcase moved online. “Any
physical ideas I had basically were
gone because I don’t have any
resources to build things at home,”
Seth says.
Despite the difficulties transitioning
to an online format, he still had a
positive perspective of the online

showcase and how it affected his
creative work. Seth explained,
“One feature in my thesis project
is a large-scale interactive screen
which I would have no idea how
to build, but thanks to the digital
world, I was able to design a
mockup and create a motion
sample.”

How Kindness Can Go a Long
Way, which includes illustrated
postcards of stories of kindness
in the San Francisco Bay Area
and Pacific Northwest. Rachel
says, “I have enjoyed volunteering
and helping people over the
years and try to incorporate that

into my work. I have found that
making a difference in people’s
lives through design drives me to
create.”
Because the COVID-19 quarantine
measures occurred rapidly, Rachel
says it was difficult to suddenly

He admits that it would have been
ideal to build the puzzle for people
to physically interact with, but he
says the online format allows
for more people to see his work.
Overall, Seth believes, “This made
me put even more of an effort
to make things look nicer in the
renders, and years from now, I’ll
still have the digital file while the
little pieces I would’ve built would
probably be lost; so I am still happy
with the outcome!”
Rachel Lee is another student
who graduated this Spring
semester with a BFA in Design.
For the showcase, she presented
a New York Times Magazine
mockup cover, A.M. Cassandre
commemorative stamps, and an
illustrated mural mockup.
In addition to the senior showcase,
the Department of Design also
celebrated the thesis projects
that students had been working
on throughout the semester.
Rachel’s thesis project was
Connecting Through Kindness:
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adjust to the fact that the senior
showcase was no longer going to
be held in person. However, the
seniors managed to lift their spirits
over time. Rachel says, “As the
weeks progressed, we remained
resilient and I believe that we
grew closer—continuing to work
incredibly hard for a showcase
that we’ve been looking forward
to and working towards for two
years.”
Rachel also took the opportunity
to spread the message of Connecting Through Kindness in a
time where we need it most during
social distancing. On her website,
users can download and print out
her postcards for free to send to
their friends and family. During the
shelter-in-place, sending a postcard is a thoughtful way to show
our loved ones that we are thinking of them and appreciate them
in our lives.
Although graduation for these
seniors is bittersweet, they are still
making the most of it. The Department of Design hosted a virtual
launch celebration for the senior
showcase on May 11th. Friends and
family were invited to join, and the
celebration included speakers, a
slideshow, and giveaways. Rachel
adds, “I feel like this is our mini
graduation as all of our loved ones
come together and celebrate this
exciting milestone.”

In the midst of the difficulties and
uncertainties surrounding COVID-19, the College of Humanities
and the Arts is proud to have had
the moment to highlight our graduating seniors and their creative
work. Although the senior showcases are traditionally in person,
it is a testament to the tenacity of
our faculty and students that they
were able to adapt to the new online format and even learn new
things along the way.
Leah Silveira is thankful that she
was still able to graduate in the
Spring semester, and she says,
“My original hopes for this semester may not have panned out, but
I’m making the most of it.” Looking
back on her time in the program,
Leah will miss the faculty and her
fellow students the most. She
mentions, “I made so many lasting
friendships and relationships, and
I will miss all the people who’ve
supported me. I miss the time I
would have had with them, but I’m
excited to see where we will all go
in this next chapter.”
Seth Zavagno says, “I’ll miss being surrounded by cool, talented
people who are in the exact same
position as me; no egos or drama,
just everyone pushing each other
to reach the same goal.”
Similarly, Rachel Lee says that she
is going to miss her classmates
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and professors. She elaborates,
“We’ve become a family and have
spent every class together—I hope
we can all stay in touch and have a
reunion down the road.” She also
thanks the College of Humanities
and the Arts for giving her the
opportunity to work as a graphic
designer for H&A Marketing.

Rachel says, “It was a great
experience working with other
students, faculty, and staff and
creating content for the Hammer
Theatre and other departments on
campus. I will never forget my first
design job.”

To view the senior showcases
mentioned in this article, visit:
Department of Art and Art History:
www.flickr.com/photos/sjsugallery/
albums
Department of Design:
timeiswhatyoumakeofit.us/
To find out more about the works
mentioned in this article, please
visit the artists’ portfolios:
Leah Silveira:

www.leahsilveira.com/blog/liminal-space

Seth Zavagno:
www.sethzavagno.com

Rachel Lee:
www.rachelkleedesign.com/
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in their own homes after the March
shelter-in-place. It is moving
and extraordinarily appropriate
for a time where violence has
been haunting us. Our students
performed an original choral
piece by Melissa Dunphy entitled
“Eight of Swords.” Also moving,
you see students working to
produce beautiful music, together
but also physically apart. Both
pieces speak to the sadness and
challenges of our own times, but
also testify to how students use art
to engage the world around us.

to visual to creative arts. I invite
you to visit http://newdev.sjsu.
edu/humanitiesandarts/News/
HA_Showcase_2020.php to see
the truly amazing work produced
under these circumstances.

This spring, the faculty and the
students showed such powerful
“Resilience in the Time of
Corona,” which is the theme of
this Expressions issue. Faculty
figured out how to have students
sing, dance, and perform at home.
Our theatre faculty had to ask
questions like: What is theatre
without an audience? What is
performance with a “company”
of performers? You can see their
answer in an excerpt from The
Threepenny Opera, the Kurt Weil
adaptation of John Gay’s 18th
century Beggar’s Opera.

You will be able to see an originally
choreographed piece by two of
our faculty entitled “Drumming,
cold, flesh, sticks and tears”
that combined footage of our
students dancing in rehearsals
together in early spring, and then

Sometimes this resilience and
innovation was thoughtful and
reflective. And sometimes it
was just fun. Our film faculty and
students produced a safety video
that used Legos rather than actors
to maintain social distancing.

Dear H&A Alumni, Faculty, Staff, and Friends,

W

hat an incredible last seven
months it has been! As I’m
sure you all know, Santa Clara
County declared a shelter-inplace in March to slow the spread
of Coronavirus, and overnight
the faculty, staff, and students
of the College of Humanities
and Arts had to continue our
educational mission online. It
was abrupt and challenging,
but it also precipitated amazing
creativity by all of our faculty
and students from humanities
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And you can also see our annual
Animation “reel” of exceptional
student work as well. All of this
work is united by the creativity,
imagination, intelligence, and wit
of our students and faculty, who
tied their work in the Spring to the
changing and challenging world
around them.
Our faculty also supported the
community in important ways,
including producing PPE for
healthcare workers and children
with learning disabilities and
moving events online for both our
students and the community.
You can also see that student
work and activities supported
by faculty and staff highlighted
innovation, but also spoke to the
issues of racial inequity that the
pandemic have further exposed,
in art exhibits that our students
produced online or in senior thesis
work, including a moving piece on
how racism arose alongside the
pandemic.
So we decided to take on this
kind of work that our faculty did
last spring, and initiate our own,
“Pandemic Pandemonium,” a
series of activities, assignments,
and pandemics that will ask
students to engage the impact
of COVID-19 in their classes.
We look forward to reporting
on this initiative in future issues
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of Expressions. And our own
School of Journalism and Mass
Communication will be presenting
the Hearst Award this year to Dr.
Anthony Fauci, a wonderful tie in
for our Pandemic Pandemonium
activities.
Pandemic Pandemonium is yet
another example of how our
College leverages the power of the
humanities and arts to ask the most
important questions of our time.
It joins our Deep Humanities and
Arts and Borderlands initiatives;
Borderlands, of course has
been addressing issues of racial
inequality though programming
that has focused on immigration
and migration.
Our College remains committed
to addressing issues of racial
inequality, which the murder of
George Floyd and the protests
that ensued this summer, have
so significantly amplified and
have made urgent. H&A has
begun conversations around
programming, curriculum, and

policies within our College that
we either need to change to fully
support all of our faculty, or deploy
in order to create a racially just and
inclusive space for all members
of the SJSU family. These are
conversations into which we hope
to engage all members of our
community, and I look forward to
reporting to you about our path
forward.
As we begin this fall semester,
largely virtually but with some
in-person instruction in music,
dance, theatre, art, design, and
journalism, I am confident that the
commitment of our faculty in this
extraordinarily challenging time will
ensure a compelling educational
experience for our students. I look
forward to reporting on that as the
semester proceeds!
Sincerely,

Thank you
for your support!
To learn more about how you can support the College,
please contact:
Shannon Miller
Dean, College of Humanities and the Arts
San José State University, One Washington Square
San José, CA 95192-008
To make a gift in support of the College of Humanities and
the Arts, you can give securely online at:
www.sjsu.edu/giving/support/colleges/coha
You can also make checks payable to the “Tower Foundation
of SJSU” and mail to:
Matthew Taylor Siegel,
Senior Director of Development, San José State University,
One Washington Square, San José, CA 95192-0257
For more information, email: matthew.siegel@sjsu.edu

Shannon Miller

Watch the performances mentioned in the Letter by scanning
the QR Codes with your phone camera below!

To recieve our Expressions e-newsletter during the
academic year, send an email with your contact information
to:
humanities-arts@sjsu.edu
sjsu.edu/humanitiesandarts
humanities-arts@sjsu.edu
facebook.com/CollegeOfHumanitiesAndTheArts
@sjsu_ha
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